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I chewed my nail as I clutched my glass of wine to my chest, unable to pry my eyes away from the TV as the woman desperately tried to run after the man who had taken her child. She was determined, but I could already tell that he was faster and stronger than her. That’s how it always played out. No matter how strong the woman is, there’s always a predator that will overtake her. My stomach soured as I thought back to when I had been kidnapped and held captive. I wasn’t sure that I would ever escape; each day that passed made it less likely. 

A knock on the door startled me, and I flung my arms in the air, sloshing the wine out of the glass. I gasped and set it down on the coffee table before I got up to grab a towel from the kitchen. I patted my arms and chest dry and then tossed the towel in the sink when there was another knock. 

I looked through the peephole, my heart still racing from the movie. Whoever was there had their face turned away from me, keeping me from seeing who they were. I was about to walk away and grab my phone when they turned around, and I finally saw their face. Letting out a shaky breath, I turned the lock and slid the deadbolt to open the door. 

“Hey, I thought you had to work late?” I stepped to the side and waited for him to come in. Instead, he lingered at the door with his hands shoved into his pockets, his jaw locked in place. 

“Are you okay?” I asked, feeling as if something was wrong. 

“Fine.” 

I pulled my head back slightly and tilted it to the side. Something was definitely different about him. 

“Have you been drinking?” 

“What’s it to you if I have been?” His words weren’t slurred, but the smell of whiskey was heavy on his breath. 

“I’m just a little worried about you. You don’t seem like yourself.” 

“Maybe I’m not.”

“Did I do something?” I asked, narrowing my eyes in confusion. This wasn’t like him and my skin prickled at the realization. 

“I don’t know. Did you?”

“What’s with the games?” I asked, starting to grow impatient and frustrated. I put my hand on my hip and raised a brow. “If something’s wrong, then just tell me. Otherwise, I don’t know why you’re acting this way.” I was acting braver than I felt. 

“Does it scare you?”

The icy tone in his voice was more jarring than his actual words. 

“No,” I said slowly. “You don’t scare me.” 

He paused for a moment, studying me with cold, calculating, dark eyes. Something shifted between us, and I felt the icy chill radiating off of him. 

“Are you sure?” 

Suddenly, my instincts kicked in, and I took a step back, away from him as he stepped toward me. My heart was racing as panic forced its way through my veins, sending me back into the darkness I felt when I was held captive last year. 

I grabbed the side of the door, slamming it shut when he reached out and caught it. His hand wrapped tightly around the wood as he held it. His eyes locked onto mine, forcing a wave of fear to crawl up my spine. I took another step back, desperate to get away from him. He was inside my apartment now, the door still open. 

“You’re breathing fast. Eyes are dilated. I would bet that your palms are sweaty. Fear is coursing through your body right now, and you’re trying to decide whether or not to trust me or your instincts that are telling you to run.”

“Why are you doing this?” I whispered. He knew what I had been through; why would he think this was funny? 

“So, which is it, Elena?” My name rolled off of his tongue in a way I’d never heard before. “Do you trust me, or are you going to run?”

“Stop it!” I demanded, my fists shaking at my sides. “Just go! Get out of my apartment! We’re done.” I pulled my shoulders back and tilted my chin up as my body trembled. 

“Actually,” he laughed, shutting the door. “We’re just getting started.” 

I watched in horror as he slid the deadbolt in place, knowing that no one would be able to get in if needed. My head was spinning, and my body screamed for me to get the hell out of there and call for help, but it was too late. 
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“Are you nervous about Max and Hannah coming over for dinner?” Trevor asked, sliding his hand across my waist as his chest pressed firmly against my back. 

I had been jittery all day—or more like all week—and couldn’t explain it. Half of my family was worried that I was stressed out about the one-year anniversary of my kidnapping, while the other half were convinced that I was just overwhelmed with trying to decide whether or not to go back to school in January. I had taken two semesters off and hadn’t figured out if it was a temporary break or a permanent one. Finding out that one of your professors was secretly obsessed with their students and kidnapping them would make anyone question whether they really wanted to go back. 

The joy of having a big family was that no one was ever in complete agreement, which led to plenty of arguments over who was right without forcing me to have to sit down and actually talk about it with any of them. It’s not like they would understand anyway. I knew that the likelihood of encountering another “Adam”—or Professor Wright as I had known him—was slim, but that didn’t mean that it was impossible. It was New York City, and stranger things had happened. 

“Maybe,” I admitted, looking up at him as I rested my head against his chest. 

Trevor and I had been secretly dating for a while now, and tonight was the night that we were finally going to tell my brother, Max, and his fiancé, Hannah. This would be nerve-wracking for anyone with an overprotective brother, but it was even more so with an overprotective brother who was a cop and just so happened to be best friends with my new boyfriend. Yeah, this wasn’t going to be awkward at all. 

I tried to force the thoughts about what could possibly go wrong out of my head before they got there. The last thing I needed was to look like I was more of a mess than I already was. Maybe it was the pressure of letting my family into my personal life, or perhaps it was the fear of what my brother would think when he found out. Either way, my nerves were shot, and I suddenly wished I was old enough to drink a beer without my brother scolding me.

When Trevor and I first started dating, there was this insane chemistry between us that had us practically climbing each other every chance we got. It was passion-filled with trust and this sense of knowing that I could be myself with him without worrying that he would judge me. He knew what I went through when Adam took me and had been there with me every step of the way in my recovery since then, which made it feel weird that I hadn’t been able to bring myself to tell him—or anyone—about the odd stuff that had been happening. It wasn’t anything extreme, just little things that seemed to mess with my head, and the last thing that I needed right now was for everyone to overreact and try to wrap me in a protective bubble. Again. 

I tried to chalk it all up to living on my own for the first time in my life. Plenty of my friends had mentioned how they didn’t like being alone, so they found roommates to keep them company. Maybe that was all that this was? I just needed a roommate. 

But then again, it felt like I already had one and didn’t know who they were. Who else would turn the TV on while I was asleep in the middle of the night or leave the stove on while I was in the shower? 

“It’ll be fine,” he assured me, running his hands up and down my arms. I felt a shiver slip through me as he wrapped his arms tighter around me. Instantly, I felt myself relax into his touch, feeling the comfort he always provided me without even trying. 

“What if Max is pissed off when he finds out?” I asked, biting my lip. 

“Then he’s pissed off.” He spun me around and shrugged, locking his arms together around my lower back with his fingers laced together right above my ass. 

“He’s my brother. And your best friend,” I countered. “And a cop!”

“Do you think he’s going to arrest me for dating his sister?” he chuckled, the dimples in his cheeks setting in with his beautiful smile. 

“It’s Max,” I sighed. “I wouldn’t put anything past him.” 

The doorbell rang, and I felt my palms start to sweat again. 

“Well, it looks like we’re about to find out,” Trevor said, pulling me in for a quick kiss before he rushed off to answer the door. 

I nervously ran a hand down my sweater dress, wondering if I looked too dressed up. Was he going to assume that this was a double date? It technically was, but I wasn’t sure that I was ready for him to know about us just yet. 

“Hey, Hannah, come on in,” Trevor said, his voice carrying into the living room. I waited anxiously, listening as I heard them by the front door, hanging up their coats. 

“Dinner smells delicious,” Hannah commented, coming around the corner. Her eyes lit up when she saw me. “Hey, Elena! I’m so happy you’re here!” 

And just like that, the stress and anxiety that had been building up quickly evaporated when she pulled me into a hug. Hannah had been dating my brother for almost a year, but it felt like she and I had been sisters forever. Which was a genuine compliment, given that I had five real sisters who I was close to as well. 

Hannah had been kidnapped by Adam shortly after I had escaped, and luckily, my brother was able to find her before anything terrible had happened. It created a bond between us that no one else could understand, and for that, I was thankful. Hannah could relate to a lot of things that I felt and was the barrier that I needed with my brother when he got to be too overbearing. 

“You look so pretty,” she cooed, stepping back but holding onto my arms as she took in my outfit. I smiled sheepishly, thankful for the distraction from the look my big brother was giving me from the entryway. 

“Don’t worry about him,” she whispered. “He was grumpy before we got here. He’ll be fine after we eat.” 

“I don’t know about that,” I muttered between my teeth as I walked over to say hi to him. 

Trevor had slipped into the kitchen while we were talking and announced that dinner was ready before Max could start questioning why I was there. We sat down at the table, and I made sure that I was tucked between Hannah and Trevor, so Max was directly across from me. I wasn’t scared of my brother, but I also had no idea how this would go. 

“Alright, dig in,” Trevor said proudly, setting a basket of breadsticks on the table between the pan of lasagna and the bowl of salad. 

We served ourselves while he poured glasses of water and wine, then sat down. I smiled at him the way I always did, then felt Max’s eyes on me and looked away. 

“So, Hannah, how’s school this semester? Are you almost done?” Trevor asked, guiding the conversation to a safe topic. 

“It’s good, but I’ve decided to shift majors.” She kept her eyes on Trevor, but I noticed the way her hand gripped the fork tightly as Max’s jaw twitched. 

“Oh? To what?”

“Forensic science.” 

I felt my eyebrows pull up in surprise and tried to force my expression to return back to normal before she noticed. 

Trevor raised his wine glass and continued to give her his full attention as he took a sip. 

“What made you decide to switch from psychology—if you don’t mind me asking?”

I loved that he wasn’t judgmental like my brother. I could already see the disapproval etched on his face and the tension in his body as he clasped his hands together tightly in front of him on the table. 

“Well,” Hannah paused. She took a deep breath and glanced at Max. “After what happened last year, I decided that psychology wasn’t for me. At first, I thought that it would help if I could understand why Adam did what he did, but I’ve realized that I’m not ready to open that box yet. Instead, I’m redirecting my studies to the area that I’m currently obsessed with, much to someone’s dismay.” 

“You’re obsessed with forensic science?” I asked quietly, wondering if she had been thinking about the same things that had been stuck in my head for the past year. 

She nodded and took a bite of lasagna. She took a drink of water and then looked over at Max again. His face was stoic as he waited for her to go on, not bothering to touch his food. 

“For whatever reason, I can’t wrap my head around the idea that Adam died. I know that I was there when it happened and that technically I saw his body, but my brain has hidden so many of those details for me that it feels like none of it really happened. That maybe there’s a chance that he didn’t really die. For all I know, he’s still out there. Just waiting to come back and do it again.” 

“Hannah, we’ve been through this,” Max sighed, reaching over and gently resting his hand on her arm. “He’s dead. He cannot and will not hurt you ever again.”

He looked up and locked eyes with me for a moment before adding, “either of you.” 

My stomach somersaulted as I tried to force the images out of my head. The dark room. The photo shrine. The walls that felt like they were constantly closing in. The blood. 

I shivered involuntarily and picked up my fork. My fingers trembled as I forced myself to cut a piece of lasagna and take a bite without drawing any attention to myself. I felt Trevor’s hand slide over to gently squeeze my knee and let out the breath I was holding before I took a bite. 

“Yes, I know,” she shrugged. “But I can’t force my mind to accept what it doesn’t want to. I know that we’ve been to his gravesite, but how do I know that it’s not some sort of setup? What if it’s the body of another person that he killed? What if he faked his own death?”

Max started to say something but clamped his jaw shut and pulled his hand back in frustration. 

“I get it,” I said to Hannah, ignoring the looks from Trevor and Max. “I often worry that he’s not really dead and that he’s coming back for me too. It’s hard to relax and not feel like you constantly have to protect yourself. It’s exhausting on so many levels.” 

“Thank you,” she replied sincerely. “No one else gets it.” 

“I know.” 

My therapist and I had been over it countless times, and she knew my triggers before I even noticed them. If someone started to get too close to me, I would put up a wall and force them out. It had happened several times with Trevor and me in the last few weeks. Natalie assured me that it was likely the stress of remembering when I was taken last year and everything that happened after that. She even asked for Trevor to join us for an extra session so she could speak to both of us and help him understand how he could support me. We talked in great detail about the physical things that could trigger me—like walking up behind me without me noticing, dark rooms, touching my throat, or using any pet names. 

We continued with dinner after Trevor graciously changed the subject again to something less stressful. After he and Max finished complaining about the Yankees and other sports-related stuff, I knew that it was getting to the time that we needed to share our news with them. That’s what this dinner was for, after all. 

“I’ll clean up,” I offered, getting up from the table and grabbing my plate. I reached over for Trevor’s when he reached out and grabbed my hand, stopping me. He set my plate down on his and pulled me onto his lap. 

“Leave it, the dishes can wait,” he said softly. 

I felt the heat quickly spread through my body, flushing my olive-toned skin. My hair was pulled up, which gave everyone a clear view of the blush that was creeping up my neck and onto my cheeks. 

I glanced at Max and noticed his brows pulled together as he stared at us. 

“Elena and I have something that we wanted to share with you guys.” Trevor’s hand planted firmly on my knee to keep it from bouncing. “We’ve been dating for a few months and have decided that it’s time everyone knows that we’re in a relationship.” 

“How long is ‘a few months’?” Max asked without hesitation. 

“Since June.”

“June?” 

Trevor nodded, keeping his attention on Max while Hannah and I stayed quiet. 

“Six months, and you didn’t think to say anything before now?” Max cocked his head to the side and narrowed his eyes. 

“Elena wanted to wait.” 

“For what?”

“To make sure you didn’t arrest me for dating her.” 

I was going to kill him for making fun of me, but after Max tilted his head back and laughed, I felt better that Trevor had successfully eliminated some of the tension that was mounting around us. 

“I wouldn’t arrest you,” he teased. “But that doesn’t mean that I won’t break a bone or two if you hurt her.”

“Max!” I scolded, pursing my lips the same way our mother does when she’s embarrassed by something we’ve said. 

“What? I don’t care if it’s Trevor or some other guy—I will break some bones if anyone hurts you.” 

Except Adam. 

That wasn’t a fair thought, but I couldn’t keep it out of my head. Had Hannah not been taken right after I escaped, I don’t know what Max would have done to Adam if he ever found him. But part of me believed that the only reason he killed him was because of Hannah.

“Well, I don’t see anyone needing any broken bones anytime soon,” I joked, wrapping my arms around Trevor’s neck. It felt good to have Max know about our relationship, but I dreaded that I still had to tell my parents and sisters about it. Being one of seven kids made it hard to do something without the entire family knowing. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Three

Trevor

12 Days Ago


[image: ]




“So, you survived dinner with Max,” Roman chuckled as I walked into the office Monday morning. 

“Yeah, it wasn’t as hard as I thought it would be. I think Elena was more stressed out about it than I was. But then again, she’s just overwhelmed with a lot right now, to begin with.”

I set my coffee and bagel down on my desk and pulled off my jacket. Roman and I shared an office with desks across the room from each other and a large window between us. It wasn’t the best view since it looked out to the alley behind the gym, but at least it let in some natural light. 

“What’s going on with Elena?” he asked, leaning back in his chair and propping his feet up on the desk. That was the nice thing about where we worked—it wasn’t a professional setting with stuffy suits and ties. It was tennis shoes and workout gear mixed with loud noises and men talking shit while they worked out. 

“Honestly, I don’t know.” I ran a hand through my hair, remembering that I needed to get it cut soon. “She’s been really stressed out the past few weeks, and her therapist thinks that there are some underlying feelings that she never dealt with after her attack. It’s coming up on a year since it happened, and she thinks that maybe the holidays have triggered her memories of stuff that she had repressed.” 

“I can relate to that,” he sighed. 

Roman was officially retired after serving in the Marines as a sniper, and we had had several deep conversations about PTSD and the long-lasting impacts his career has had on his life. 

“I don’t know what to do for her to make things better. She shuts down anytime we talk about what happened, and I get it. I don’t like to talk about it either because I get so mad that I can’t see straight. But I feel like she’s heading in this downward spiral, and I can’t catch her fast enough.” 

“Have you tried talking to Max about it? Maybe he can talk to her?”

“I haven’t been able to before now. He would have asked why I knew so much about his sister and probably would have kicked my ass if he found out that way.”

Roman tipped his head back and laughed.

“I would pay to see that.”

“Shit,” I laughed. “Just because he’s a cop doesn’t mean that I can’t take him.”

Laughter filled the room as another voice joined in. 

“Oh really? Care to make a wager on that?” Max asked, leaning against the door frame with his arms crossed over his leather jacket. He raised an eyebrow and looked between us. 

“I don’t think you can afford it,” I poked. “Not with the big wedding that Hannah has planned.” 

He winced and ran a hand down his face. 

“She’s killing me with the small details,” he whined. “I don’t care whether the rose petals are pure white or white with little purple veins in them, yet she’s upset that I’m not helping her. I helped with the big decisions, like where to have it and what kind of food we should have.”

“Didn’t she veto you on both?” Roman asked, his fingers tapping together as his hands formed a steeple. 

“She sure did.” He pushed off of the wall and shook his head. “I don’t see why we couldn’t do it in my parent’s backyard and have a barbeque.” 

“Because it’s a wedding and not a retirement party, you old grump.” I laughed and rolled my eyes. 

“Well, thankfully, Elena is going by later today to help Hannah with the tiny details that I’m apparently incapable of handling.”

She hadn’t mentioned anything about it to me, but I wasn’t going to bring that up. We weren’t at the point that she had to check in with me before she went anywhere or did anything, but I thought that we had at least gotten to the point of sharing the little details of our days with each other. Or at least I had. 

“So, since the girls will be hanging out and planning for hours, do you want to meet up and grab a beer after work?” 

“Sure,” I said, taking a sip of my coffee. “I’ll meet you at seven.”

He said goodbye and then left, leaving Roman and me to start our workday. The hours flew by, and before I knew it, it was lunch, and I still hadn’t heard from Elena. I pulled out my cell phone and sent her a quick text, asking how her day was going. 

Two hours later, I still hadn’t heard anything from her, and I started to worry. It wasn’t like her to avoid me, and I felt the anxiety begin to build that something was wrong and she wasn’t okay. I called it a day early and left Roman to close up while I headed to her apartment. 

I tried calling her a handful of times, but each one went to voicemail. My pulse was racing as I climbed three flights of stairs, not bothering to wait for the elevator. By the time I got to her floor, I was in full fight or flight mode and barreling to her door. I knocked several times and waited. 

After the fifth time of knocking so loud that one of her neighbors opened their door to see what all of the commotion was about, I decided to call Max and ask him to get a key from her landlord to do a welfare check. I just prayed that he got there in time. 
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I was singing along to Ariana Grande when my front door flew open, and Trevor and Max rushed in. I screamed and clutched the towel around my body, still wet from the shower I had just taken. 

“What the hell are you doing?!” 

“We came to check on you,” Trevor exclaimed, his face showing the stress he was under while Max crept through my apartment in full cop mode, checking for any intruders. 

“Why didn’t you call?” I raised my brows, as well as my voice, and waited for my heart to find its way back into my chest after they scared the living shit out of me. 

“I did. I’ve been calling and texting you for hours. I stood outside knocking until your neighbor threatened to call the police. Finally, I called your brother and asked him to get a key from the manager so we could check on you.”

“I haven’t had a single call or text from you all day,” I said, rubbing my temples while pinching the top of my towel against my body with my elbows. 

Trevor looked at me as if I was crazy before slowly pulling his phone out of his pocket and showing me the messages he had sent and the calls he had made. 

“That’s weird,” I muttered, walking over to the charger on the end table where my phone was plugged in. I picked it up and pressed the home button, but the screen was black. “It’s dead.”

It didn’t make any sense that it was dead when I had been charging it for over an hour. 

Trevor bent down and checked the charger, reaching behind the table to where it was plugged in. He wiggled it loose and then pulled it out. The wires by the plug were completely exposed and frayed. 

“This is your charger?” he asked, holding it up in the air. 

I reached over and took it from him, looking at the damage. 

“It’s brand new,” I whispered. “I just bought it because my other one stopped working.”

“Are you sure this isn’t the old one?” he suggested, placing a hand on my shoulder. 

“No, I purposely threw that one away. I just bought this one. The package is still on the cou....” I turned to look behind us, and my jaw dropped when I saw the charger still sitting on the counter in the brand new packaging that hadn’t been opened.

He reached over and grabbed it, checking the box that it was still sealed inside of. 

“I swear—I opened it and changed it before I plugged my phone in.”

“It’s okay, things happen. I’m just glad that we figured it out before this one started a fire. How long has the wire been exposed like that?”

I shook my head in frustration, knowing that he wasn’t going to believe me. 

“It’s never been like that until now.”

His eyes narrowed as he studied me. He was so insanely good-looking that I wanted to wash the worry off of his face and replace it with the smile that lit up his dark chestnut eyes. The eyes that used to look at me with adoration and not concern that I had lost my mind. 

“Well, why don’t I get the new one plugged in for you while I’m here,” he offered, avoiding what I had said. He pulled the table out, holding the lamp steady with one hand while he maneuvered with the other. “Have you eaten today?” he asked over his shoulder as he opened the package and pulled the other charger out. 

Why did everyone always assume that strange things happened to me because I was hungry? It wasn’t like I got super delirious with low blood sugar and did things that I couldn’t remember, yet it seemed to be the fix-all as far as they were concerned. Elena’s a little off today? Give her a Snickers—she’ll be fine.

I hadn’t bothered to answer him when Max came out of the guest bedroom and spotted Trevor messing with the charger. Trevor glanced at him over his shoulder and then put the table back where it belonged. 

“Her charger was bad, so her phone died,” he explained. 

Max walked over and looked at the one still in my hand, his brows furrowed. 

“That’s the one you’ve been using? That could have started a fire, Elena,” he scolded. 

I closed my eyes and slowly forced out the breath that was holding all of the sarcastic things that I wanted to say. 

Trevor and Max talked for a few minutes while I stood there, uninterested in their conversation. It was happening more and more lately, the lack of interest in anything. Natalie assured me that it was normal to feel some depression as the memories tried to resurface, but this felt like something else. 

I was finally living on my own, and for once, I had never felt more alone than I did now. 
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I spun the bottlecap on the table, waiting for Max to finish his phone call. Jon came by and set another round of beers on the table, clearing the empty ones as he walked away. 

Max and I had been coming to this bar since it first opened, and Jon had been one of the best bartenders I had ever met. He took the time to get to know people, and he was by far one of the most genuine and kind-hearted men around. 

“Get me the update as soon as you have it,” Max said, ending his call and putting his phone down on the table. He picked up his beer and took a long drink, the stress of his day being washed away. 

“Everything okay?” I asked, not wanting to dive into the conversation I knew we were about to have. 

“Yeah,” he muttered. “No. I don’t know. We had a lead on the guy that’s been terrorizing the college, but it looks like it’s turning into another dead end.”

“Sorry. That sucks.” 

We sat quietly for a few minutes, drinking our beer and avoiding the elephant in the room. I glanced down at my phone, checking to see if there were any new messages from Elena. Nothing. 

Hannah agreed to let Max know as soon as Elena showed up at their apartment and update him again when she left. As far as I knew, they were hanging out and talking about what color to have the toilet water for the wedding. Who knew what kind of details they were getting into. 

“So,” he said evenly. “Should I be worried about Elena living on her own?”

I knew what he was really asking, and I didn’t have an answer for him. 

“Honestly, I don’t know.” 

“That cord could have set her apartment on fire.”

“I know,” I breathed out, feeling the stress from this afternoon still sitting on my shoulders. 

“Do you think that it’s just her being young and not knowing these things, or do you think that there’s something else going on that we need to be worried about?”

I leaned back in my chair, picking at the label that was starting to peel off the bottle. Elena and I had been dating for months, and I had noticed that she was beginning to act differently lately, but I had no idea whether this was a simple accident or if we did need to worry. 

It scared the shit out of me when I couldn’t get ahold of her. My mind had started to scatter to every worst possible situation that it could come up with. Once I saw that she was okay, I was relieved until I found the charger cable frayed with the wires exposed. 

Plenty of people used and abused their electronics, so it wasn’t a total surprise that her charger was in bad shape, and that’s why she bought a new one. The problem was with how she reacted to it. She was surprised to see it, I could tell by the look on her face. 

“I think she’s a very smart girl and is more than capable of being on her own.” I kept my eyes locked on the bottle, avoiding looking at him so he didn’t call me on the bullshit that was laced in my words. I believed every word I said, I just didn’t trust them right now. Something was going on with her, and I was determined to figure it out. 

“But...” 

I looked up at him, frustrated that he called me on it. 

“But I think something else is going on, and I don’t know what it is.” 

“I know that things are different now that you guys are dating,” Max said, looking around the room before he continued. “But I need you to know that you can always come to me if something is wrong. She’s my baby sister—”

“I know she is,” I interrupted, suddenly feeling defensive. 

“AND you’re my best friend,” he continued. “Whatever happens between you guys is your business, but it won’t change things between us unless you really fuck up. Then I’ll kick your ass, and we’ll see about being friends.” 

He winked, and I felt some of the tension lift from my shoulders. 

“You know that I love her, man. I always have. It’s just a different type of love now.” 

“I know,” he smiled. “She loves you too.” 

I felt the smile pull up at my lips, hearing him say it. 

“How do you know that? She hasn’t even told me.” 

“I could tell by how nervous she was at dinner. She wouldn’t care what I thought if you guys were just fooling around.” 

I felt my phone vibrate on the table and looked down to find a text message from her. I sent back a quick reply, asking her to let me know when she got home and if she felt like company. 

“Is she heading home?” Max asked, looking at his phone. 

“Yeah, did Hannah text you too?” 

He nodded with a smile. 

“She’s a good woman,” I said, changing the subject. 

“That she is.”

“How’s she doing with everything?”

“I wish I knew.” He shook his head in frustration and spun his empty beer bottle on the table. Jon glanced over and pointed at us before Max shook his head, declining another. 

“I’m a detective. I’m supposed to be able to read people, and I can’t figure her out. She says that she’s fine and that it doesn’t bother her that it’s coming up on a year since everything happened, but I don’t think that it’s true.” 

“Why not?”

“Because so much happened last year. How could she not be upset about it? Her best friend was killed. She was kidnapped and tortured by her own professor. She witnessed his death. We got engaged and moved in together. There’s been a lot to cram into a year, and I can’t imagine that she’s not reminded of these things, just like Elena. I feel like I’m just waiting for both of them to have a breakdown, and I don’t know when it’s coming.”

“Maybe it’s not?” I suggested. Hannah had been open about her feelings since everything happened and talked about her best friend, Amber, often. I hadn’t noticed the depression or anxiety in her that I had seen over the past few weeks with Elena, but a lot of that probably had to do with their situations and how different they were. Elena had been held a lot longer than Hannah and had tried to escape several times before she was successful. Hannah was found quickly after she was taken and didn’t endure the same trauma that Elena did. 

“I hope so,” Max sighed, digging into his wallet for a couple of bills. 

“Don’t worry about it. This one is on me,” I said, reaching into mine. I tossed down enough to cover our bill, as well as a generous tip for Jon. 

“Thanks for meeting up tonight. I better get home before Hannah has the entire wedding planned without me,” he joked. “Or better yet, maybe I should stay out a little while longer?”

I tipped my head back and laughed. 
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